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This issue contains a
review of some of
the many resources
available to AICPA
members, including
contacts for products,
services and assistance
that can benefit you
and your firm. See
page C4.

Countdown to 2000:
What CPAs Need to Know About y2k
by Sandra Smith
The year 2000 computer problem can be
explained so easily that a child can understand
it, but that simplicity masks the complexity
and enormity of the issue for most of us. For
example, many people who understand the
problem at its basic level do not know that the
y2k (year 2000) issue:
• Is not just a mainframe COBOL problem.
• Is not just a software problem.
• Is not just a Fortune 500 company prob
lem.
The y2k problem shows up in
many types of hardware: mainframes,
client/server and PCs. It occurs in both
packaged and custom-designed soft
ware. It appears in embedded systems,
such as building security, climate con
trol, manufacturing process control, appli
ances, telephone systems and so on. It is per
vasive: Just about every business, large and
small, will be affected.
The Gartner Group’s estimate that it will
cost $300 billion to $600 billion to fix the
problem globally has been widely quoted.
Bruce Hall, research director at Gartner
Group, estimates that half of all organizations
will not be able to update their systems in
time for the year 2000. Thirty percent of mis
sion-critical applications will not be ready, he
predicts. Some companies that ignore the
problem will face lawsuits, bankruptcy or go
out of business, according to Computerworld
(Jan. 6, 1997).
Never Assume

Exactly what is the problem? In years past,
because there was insufficient room left on
punched cards, and because storage costs
were very expensive, the century portion of a
date field was never stored in the computer.
Only the last two digits of the year were

stored and the first two digits were assumed to
be 19. For example, “83” was assumed to be
1983. You can deduce what will happen when
the clock rolls over on Dec. 31, 1999: The
computer will think that the next day is
1/1/1900.
It has not been necessary to wait until
1999 to see what will happen. Many compa
nies’ year 2000 woes have already started:
• Troubles with five-year forecasting
systems began early in 1996.
•Newsweek (June 2, 1997) reported
that perfectly good corned beef inven
tory was destroyed because a Marks
& Spencer computer thought the
corned beef was nearly a hundred
years old.
• A state prison computer ordered an
early release of some inmates because it
thought they had completed their sen
tences. Accounting Today (June 2-15,
1997) reported that they did not get out,
however; guards overrode the system.
The Trouble with Credit Cards

As you can see, the issue is upon us. Midsize
and large businesses that had not started their
year 2000 projects by mid-1997 may not suc
ceed in converting their systems in time.
Small businesses should not procrastinate,
either.
One of the first widespread year 2000
issues for many businesses will be their possi
ble inability to take credit cards with an “00”
expiration date. First USA, Inc. had to recall a
few thousand cards with “00” expiration dates
earlier this year. A credit union in Rye, New
York, received an overload of calls from Visa
debit card holders whose cards with “00”
expiration dates were rejected at merchant
stores (Computerworld, Apr. 14, 1997). The
continued on page C2
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continued from page C1 —Countdown to 2000
Associated Press reported that in Warren, Michigan, a produce store
has lost sales from customers who don’t want to stand in the long
lines that result when cash registers crash because they can’t
process cards with the “00” date. The produce store has filed one of
the first y2k lawsuits against a computer-maker that sold a non-y2kcompliant product.
Discover Card plans to issue credit cards with “00” expiration
dates in late 1997. Visa and MasterCard will allow member banks
to issue “00” cards this month, according to CNNfn Digital Jam
(http//:cnnfn.com/digitaljam/9708/22/year2000_pkg/). Fina and
Exxon cards that expire in 2000 are already in circulation.
Not only must the credit card companies and the member
banks become year 2000 compliant, the merchants’ card readers
must be able to recognize “00” as a valid date or the sale will not be
approved or processed. Many merchants are unaware that there are
or could be problems with the equipment, although the major credit
card companies say they have attempted to distribute information
about ways to correct problems.
The Practitioner’s Role

CPAs have some opportunities to help their firms and clients suc
cessfully tackle the year 2000 problem. With this issue, the more
you know, the more prepared you and your firm will be.

Financenet
Easy Access to
Government Accounting Web Sites
Financenet, a federal project, provides those involved in govern
ment accounting and financial management quick access to a variety
of Web sites. The site offers a comprehensive list of organizations,
networks and resources of interest to CPAs who work with govern
ments and government agencies. Key accounting and
auditing links include:
• AuditNet.
• Accounting and Auditing Policy Committee.
• Federal Accounting Standards Advisory Board
(FASAB).
• FraudNet.
• General Accounting Office.
• IGNet.
• Yellow Book.
Many federal, state and local, and professional organizations
are also accessible, including:
• Association of Government Accountants.
• Chief Financial Officers Council.
• Federal CFO Home Pages by agency.
• Government Finance Officers Association.
• National Association of State Auditors, Controllers, and
Treasurers.
• National Association of State Budget Officers.

AICPA
For example, well-informed CPAs can give clients a “heads
up” warning about their credit card processing equipment. They
can advise companies that accept credit cards to check their card
readers immediately. Equipment that is not found to be compliant
must be replaced or updated with a new hardware or software
version. Clients should consult with the credit card equipment
vendor to find out the details of becoming compliant. When you
consider that the penalty for noncompliance could be as serious
as losing a sale, a CPA’s warning could go a long way in enhanc
ing client relations.
For companies that have not started their year 2000 efforts yet,
expert Peter de Jager offers some advice (ABA Journal, June 1997).
Imagine being in the middle of a car accident about to happen.
What is the best approach: to engage in extended conversations
about how long it will take you to stop or to hit the brakes now?
CPAs have a great opportunity to help their firms and their clients
avoid any year 2000 crashes.
Sandra Smith is the author of the following AICPA publications:
Top Ten Technologies and Their Impact on CPAs (product number
043009CLB10), which includes a chapter on the year 2000 issue,
and her forthcoming book, Solving the Year 2000 Dilemma (Product
No. 093008CLB10; available Nov. 15; call 800/862-4272).

Federal Office of Management and Budget.
President's Council on Integrity and Efficiency.
Public Sector Network.
State Budget Finance Offices.
The U.S. Treasury’s Financial Management Service.
In addition to links to other groups, Financenet provides quick
access to training calendars, job banks and best practices. To keep
users informed, it maintains a number of electronic mailing lists.
For example, users can subscribe to a FASAB mail
ing list and automatically receive FASAB News and
meeting agendas electronically. Some mailing lists
also permit members to broadcast messages and
solicit information on topics, such as accounting pol
icy or budget. To further enhance user communica
tions, Financenet has recently added online forums to most of its
pages, which allow users to access message archives and participate
in “live” discussions.
GovNews, a new feature, disseminates government news by
topic and opens new opportunities for developing public participation
and discussion of government news while providing citizen feedback
to government administrators. GovNews is a special category in the
existing UseNet news system. It broadcasts messages from autho
rized sources or from individual users to 200,000 servers worldwide,
which then supply messages to millions of individual users.
Here’s where interested users can find these resources:
•
•
•
•
•

technolog

FinanceNet: www.financenet.gov
GovNews: www.govnews.org/
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Flexing Your
Scheduling Muscle
Adapted from Flexible Work Arrangements:
A Guide for Public Accounting Firms, by
Barney Olmsted, published by the
American Institute of CPAs; Product No.
090425CLB 10.
According to a report from the AICPA
Women and Family Issues Executive
Committee, 57% of CPA firms offer flex
time, an arrangement in which employees
choose their starting and departure times
within limits set by management. Flextime
is most appropriate for firms that have
either demographic or business issues that
this kind of arrangement might
help to solve, such as:
• A high percentage of
working family members
with young children or
dependent seniors.
• Many firm members who commute
over significant distances or through
heavy traffic.
• Difficulty recruiting, either in general
or for specific skills.
• A need to extend service or operating
hours and to improve employees’
access to certain kinds of equipment.
• High rates of absenteeism or tardi
ness because of personal or family
commitments.
• A desire to achieve a truly diverse
work force.

day must all personnel be present? Is any
midday/lunch time flextime allowed? Some
core times are seven hours long; in general
this is because management is uncomfort
able with the idea of staff coming and
going at different times. Other firms have
eliminated core hours altogether. Core time
boundaries should relate to when all firm
members must be onsite (for example, dur
ing staff meetings and when client services
are provided). Some firms have found that
they can reduce the core time and lengthen
the flexhours as their experience and com
fort levels with the program increase.
Daily basis. Is flexibility allowed on a
daily basis or may the employee’s schedule
be changed only periodically? What role
does the supervisor have in
determining this? Can super
visors override a subordi
nate’s schedule and, if so,
under what circumstances can
it be overridden and what
kind of notice is required?
Annual seasonality. Seasonal
requirements vary from firm to firm.
Plotting your firm’s peak periods will help
you determine whether and how your flex
time policy should be adjusted during
those periods.

practice 1
management

Decisions, Decisions

Before implementing a flextime program,
firms must address some of the following
issues:
Bandwidth. The length of the flextime
workday, from the earliest time staff may
arrive to the latest hour when they may
leave. Depending on your office situation,
the bandwidth may be dictated in part by
building regulations or by how much extra
expense in building maintenance the firm
can incur.
Standard workweek. What are the
firm’s normal operating hours per week?
Do you want to be able to extend client
hours or should public operating hours
remain the same so that employees can use
flex hours for uninterrupted work?
Core time. During what hours of the

Resolving Problems

If your firm has not tried this option, or if it
has used it with mixed success, here are
some of the concerns CPA firms have about
this policy and tips on how to address them.
Everyone will be coming and going
when they please and the work won’t get
done. The first rule of thumb in any flexible
work arrangement must be that business
needs are primary. Schedules must be set
up to ensure coverage. Staff members
understand and support that priority. In
practice, most staff don’t vary their sched
ules a great deal even when they are offered
the opportunity to do so.
It won’t work in tax season. Many CPA
firms’ operating hours already change dur
ing tax season. Some firms prohibit flex
time during the season and some continue
to use it even though the work week may
be longer.
The program will he abused. Some
people worry that employees will come in
late and not make up the missed time.
Firms should state clearly from the outset
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that flextime requires trust and is a means
of empowering personnel and helping them
to be more effective and accountable to
their jobs. Supervisors should be discour
aged from “policing” flexible schedules
and should concentrate on coaching and
supporting staff who have difficulty manag
ing their schedules.
It may hurt a staff member’s career to
be on a flexible schedule. Unless they
understand the importance of flexible work
arrangements as a management tool, super
visors may believe that people on nonstan
dard schedules are less committed or pro
ductive and may pass over high-potential
staff members for promotion.
There will be resentment from other
staff. If colleagues or other team members
have to “pick up the slack” when someone
else reduces his or her schedule or works at
home part of the time, this will breed
resentment.

continued on page C4

Proposing A New Schedule

If you are a firm member presenting a
supervisor with a request for a flexible
schedule, here are some questions to
consider beforehand:
1. What schedule do I want? Would I
be willing to adjust it if necessary to
better meet business or departmen
tal needs?

2. What kinds of positive impact might
the new schedule have on my work?
3. How might my proposed schedule
benefit my work group or team?

4. Have I taken into account any impact
on meeting times, coverage during
peak periods and communications
with clients, coworkers, supervisors,
etc.?
5. How will I make sure that communi
cations with clients, co-workers, etc.
are not impaired?

6. Will the schedule require changes in
the way I meet my performance
objectives?
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Lines of Communication

Opening up lines of communication about
how flexibility is affecting coworkers during
early stages of the new arrangement and
encouraging staff to find solutions that will
resolve inequities can help ensure the suc
cessful implementation of the program.
A great deal of economic and social
change—both in and out of the work
place—is responsible for the current wide
spread interest in workplace flexibility. No

matter the size or type of organization, the
notion that a company must be flexible to
survive in today’s fast-paced environment
has taken hold. The increasing numbers of
women in the workforce who have small
children, the emergence of a global econ
omy (which requires conducting business
over more time zones), developments in
technology (which have altered work
processes), organizational restructuring
(which has transformed work patterns and

More Tips on Member Services
Do you know everything you need to know about the many spe
cial services available exclusively to AICPA members? As part
of our ongoing series, the small firm supplement this month
focuses on a few of the benefits that practitioners can take
advantage of.

One of the Institute’s most valuable resources is a library that
houses the most comprehensive accounting collection in the world.
Librarians will research specific information, compile bibliogra
phies or forward material by mail (there may be fees for some
requests). To contact the AICPA Library, call 800/862-4272 or
send a fax request to 201/938-3955.

relationships), and the stresses of longer
work hours have all made flexibility a prior
ity for more and more workers, as well as a
necessary business strategy in most compa
nies today.
As public accounting firms begin to
think strategically of flexible work arrange
ments, it becomes apparent that firms can
use them in a variety of ways to manage
work flow better, increase profitability and
achieve professional objectives.

Legal and regulatory changes can affect the services that CPAs
perform and how they manage their practices. CPAs who want to
follow the progress of legislation with a potential impact on the
profession can contact these Institute staff members:
For federal legislation call Brian Cooney at 202/434-9218.
For state legislative issues call Virgil Webb at 202/434-9222.
Does your firm want to learn more about consulting opportuni
ties? For details about how to join the AICPA Management
Consulting Services Section, contact Barbara Hauser at
212/596-6065.
The Personal Financial Planning Section offers news and
information for practitioners who provide PFP services to clients.
Contact Phyllis Bernstein at 212/596-6058.

AICPA Online (www.aicpa.org), the Institute’s Web site,
provides easy access to news about the latest profes
sional developments, ways to join a membership sec
tion or scan the AICPA Catalog. The site also pro
vides links to other valuable Web sites of interest
to CPAs.

Concerned about peer review requirements and how they
affect your firm? For help from AICPA technical
staff, call 201/938-3030.

Do you ever need answers to questions about
accounting, financial reporting, auditing, attestation and accounting
and review services? The Technical Information Hotline can help
you. Members should call 800/862-4272 for the information they
need.

There is a long list of insurance and retire
ment programs designed to help members achieve their personal
financial goals and save time and money in the process. Members
can choose from life, disability, professional liability, home and
vehicle insurance packages as well as defined contribution retire
ment plans. To learn about these and other member programs and
benefits, call Wanda Amparo at 201/938-3304.

member
news

The Tax Information Phone Service gives members access
to experienced CPA tax professionals who use online information
and the AICPA Library to answer tax queries. There is a fee for
this service; call 201/938-3880 for more information. The TIPS
phone number is 888/777-7077, option 3. Callers should have their
Visa Card, MasterCard or Discover Card ready, as well as their
AICPA membership numbers.

For CPAs, who are renowned for their integrity and trustwor
thiness, professional ethics are an important concern. Practitioners
with questions about the right thing to do in various practice situa
tions can take advantage of the Professional Ethics Division’s
Ethics Hotline. The hotline answers queries and offers a sounding
board to members encountering ethics problems in their practices.
The hotline’s toll-free number is 800/862-4272.

Practitioners with questions about practice
management issues should contact Anita Meola at
201/938-3583.

The AICPA Benevolent Fund helps members and their fami
lies when they face financial difficulty caused by serious illness,
accident, death or other major misfortunes. Contact 201/938-3490.

Practitioners who want to find out about Institute software
products should call Christine Ubriaco at 212/596-6016.
The Institute publishes a host of periodical and publications
covering CPAs’ many interests. For more information, call sub
scriptions and publications at 800/862-4272.
Look for member services contact numbers in next month’s
issue. In addition, a complete list of services is published regularly
in the Inside AICPA section of the Journal ofAccountancy.

